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This study describes an in-person interview of children patrons of the Chapel 
Hill Public Library system who enjoy reading mythology retellings. The 
interviews were conducted to determine the reason or reasons why children are 
drawn to these books.   
 
The eight children who participated in the interview were between ages 8 and 
16. The qualitative interview process ranged from 8 minutes to 20 minutes. 
Interviews appear to indicate a pull towards mythology retellings due to several 
reasons, ranging from plot to genre to the mythology itself, or a mix of those. 
The children interviewed displayed a mix of learning objectives as well, where 
some wanted to only read and learn more about mythologies they already 
knew, and some wanted to explore new territories. In addition, the popularity of 
Rick Riordan’s works played a huge roll in these interviews.   
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Introduction 
Mythology in Literature 
 Mythology has been around for thousands of years, nearly since the start of 
civilization. Myths are present in nearly every culture all over the world, from Ancient 
Egyptian gods to African or Chinese creation stories. Joseph Campbell sums up well the 
proliferation of mythos throughout the world: “A fascinating psychological, as well as 
historical problem is thus presented. Man, apparently, cannot maintain himself in the 
universe without belief in some arrangement of the general inheritance of myth.” 
(Campbell). Though myths have been around for thousands of years, they were mostly 
told orally, passing from person to person throughout history, often changing in some 
minor way with the retellings. As Walter Burkert said in his book about Greek 
Mythology, “A tale becomes traditional not by virtue of being created but by being retold 
and accepted.” (Burkert). This is part of what makes mythology so integral in each 
society, and to society as a whole.  It provides that backbone for the early development of 
many countries and cultures, and through storytelling and the oral tradition it shapes and 
is shaped by the people and cultures involved with it. This does not only apply to 
mythological tales either, though that is the most common and original application of a 
good oral storytelling tradition. In her book about Victorian storytelling, Velma 
Bourgeois Richmond states that retellings of Geoffrey Chaucer’s tales “helped build a 
foundation for the development of English as a literary discipline.” (Richmond), which 
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shows some of the far-reaching effects that storytelling, and retellings in particular, can 
have on the world at large. The other type of fiction prevalent in retellings is the folklore 
and fairytale genre. These are similar in many ways to mythology retellings, and are often 
grouped in the same category, though this paper will be exclusively focusing on myths 
and not fairytales.  
 In the scope of mythology, writing down retellings and putting a unique twist on 
the “traditional tale” is a fairly recent development. Many, many stories since the advent 
of popular fiction have taken story elements from myth, but actually taking the characters 
and plot of a myth and putting an individual spin on it is more recent. For the purpose of 
this paper, as well as any research or projects that evolve from it, that is how “retelling” 
will be defined. 
 Retellings of myths have been gaining traction in popular fiction since the early 
1970’s, with The Laugh of the Medusa by Helene Cixous and Cassandra: A Novel and 
Four Essays by Christa Wolf being early examples.  Post-publication of those books, 
several articles have been published relating to myth retellings, from “10 Brilliant 
Retellings of Classical Myths by Female Writers” to “12 Mythology-Inspired Young 
Adult Novels” and dozens of others besides, showing that retellings are getting more and 
more attention and notice in the literary world. Mythology-based novels are incredibly 
popular and are evident in a wide range of genres. In the romance genre, authors often 
take individual elements of myths and pop them into their steamy love story, such as in 
Atlantis Rising by Alyssa Day, which casts Poseidon of Greek mythology as a powerful 
force, though the actual character is absent from the main story. In this case, they 
mythology element is present, though the character representations themselves are 
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nominal. That is different from a story like The Trials of Apollo series by Rick Riordan, 
where the god Apollo is the main character and the book is from his point of view. You 
also have stories such as Song of Achilles by Madeline Miller, which takes a well-known 
story (that of Achilles and Patroclus) and tells it from a more personal perspective 
(Achilles’). Song of Achilles was on the NYTimes Bestseller List, showing its popularity 
and reach. Some retellings don’t focus on one myth, but many myth pantheons, such as 
The Iron Druid Series by Kevin Hearne, which has characters and plots from Gaelic, 
Greek, Navajo, Christian, and Norse mythologies, or Neil Gaiman’s bestseller American 
Gods which contains myths and characters from Norse, Native American, Greek, Irish, 
Egyptian, Pagan, and Indian mythologies.  One other series that is a huge bestseller is 
Rick Riordan’s Percy Jackson series, following the adventures of the illegitimate 
offspring of the gods in the Greek Pantheon. Though there have been retellings of myths 
that were written before Percy Jackson, such as the Young Merlin Saga by T.A. Barron, 
Percy Jackson’s popularity really spawned a whole new slew of myth-based Juvenile 
book series, from The Alchemyst series by Michael Scott, based on several myths, 
historical figures and legends, to Loki’s Wolves by K.L. Armstrong and Melissa Marr, 
based on Norse Mythology. These stories are popular bestsellers for a reason.  
How Reading Affects Us 
Reading is an incredibly important part of a young child’s development, from 
increasing empathy to learning about the world around them. Scientific American states 
that “Even reading short stories about friendship between in and out group characters is 
enough to improve attitudes toward stigmatized groups in children.” (Stetka 2014). We 
want children to be reading as much as possible, in order to affect society in a positive 
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way, but what is it about certain books that drives children to read them, and how do we 
as a society tap into that?  According to Maria Tater, a Harvard professor focusing on 
folklore and mythology, children’s fiction is full of ‘wow’ moments that favor 
“expressive intensity over intellectual heft,” stating that the “books of childhood use no-
holds-barred melodramatic strategies until we are under their spell.” (Tatar, 2009). 
Making children’s stories intriguing and action-packed lets children really engage with 
the story, and then they pass it along, sharing it with friends and family, much like you 
would do with a myth in ancient times. These elements, the intensity, the melodramatics, 
are similar in feel to many myths that we as a society love to retell, so it’s no surprise that 
children are drawn to myth retellings.  
 There have, of course, been plenty of studies on what children find compelling 
about reading in general, especially since the Harry Potter phenomenon made readers out 
of an entire generation of kids in the late 1990’s, but little scholarly attention has been 
paid to myth in children’s literature. I was intrigued by this thesis idea based on the books 
I read when I was a child, and in my work as a librarian, I can’t count the times that 
children patrons have asked me for books that remind them of the Percy Jackson series. 
When trying to research mythology retellings for them, however, I found that there was 
very little investigation into why kids are drawn specifically to mythology retellings. In 
addition to a lack of research regarding children’s literature and myth retellings, the 
library catalogs I’ve looked at have a surprisingly narrow geographic range of myths, 
with Norse and Greco-Roman myths most commonly adapted. It is my hope that this 
paper inspires future readers to widen the representation for other groups of myths in 
their library’s catalog, so as to better represent the world as a whole, since what draws 
6 
   
 
kids to the Percy Jackson series will likely also draw them to a series based on Chinese or 
Indian mythology, for example. 
 
Research Question 
Why are children drawn to mythology retellings like Rick Riordan’s Percy Jackson 
series, and why are retellings from certain regions more popular than others? 
 
Glossary 
Mythology – A collection of myths belonging to a particular religious or cultural 
tradition.  
Popular Fiction – Various fiction genres and types popular with a wide audience 
Adaptation – The process of modifying or being influenced by the original source 
material 
Young Adult Fiction – Fiction for teens ages 13-17/18 roughly 
Juvenile Fiction – Fiction for kids ages 8-12 roughly 
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Literature Review 
The broad question of why people read is much too big to discuss in detail in one 
thesis paper. It is a question that has been pondered since even before the origin of what 
is culturally considered “the novel”.  In Karen Zoppa’s Read This! Why Books Matter, the 
contributors mostly discuss why literature is disappearing from classrooms, but in doing 
so she needs to ask the all-important question of why it matters that, at least in their 
opinion, literature is disappearing. This sets the baseline stage for my research question: 
Why are children so drawn to mythology-retellings in their fiction? By examining why 
people in general are reading, I can further narrow down the research into what inspires 
children to read, and why children are reading what they are reading. David Welham in 
Read This! Why Books Matter states that “Books provide the range of possibility, not 
only through vocabulary and information, but also in the ability to see other worlds and 
world views” (Zoppa, 60). In the same book, Rhian Brynjolson discusses why children 
need books to develop mentally, stating that they help us “to learn to concentrate, to think 
and to imagine. To grapple with big ideas in the wider context of a conversation with a 
whole culture” (Zoppa, 65). This is in accordance with some of the interviews that will be 
discussed later.  
 In addition to trying to examine the previous literature and research discussing 
why people read and what draws children specifically to literature, this paper will touch 
up on why people in general, but especially children, should be reading. Delving into 
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how reading affects the brain is not the focus of the paper, but it can influence the reading 
habits of children, on a subconscious level, whether through the children themselves, 
their teachers, or their guardians. Investigating how reading affects brain and social 
developments in children and adolescents, can show insight into why they choose to read 
what they do, including particularly what draws them to mythology and folktale 
retellings. By examining the social development in children and adults as provided by 
reading books, I can further examine why certain types of books prove extremely 
popular. Scientific American published an article dealing with this topic specifically, 
entitled Why Everyone Should Read Harry Potter. This study found that empathy was 
increased by reading Harry Potter. It’s summed up best in this quote:  
“For decades it's been known that an effective means of 
improving negative attitudes and prejudices between 
differing groups of people is through intergroup contact – 
particularly through contact between “in-groups,” or a social 
group to which someone identifies, and “out-groups,” or a 
group they don’t identify with or perceive as threatening. 
Even reading short stories about friendship between in- and 
out-group characters is enough to improve attitudes toward 
stigmatized groups in children.” (Stetka, para. 3).  
The social development achieved just by reading a children’s book series like 
Harry Potter shows just one reason why children should read, and why they need to read. 
For example, parents and guardians recommend books like these to their children, and in 
so doing, they put a certain type of book within the scope of children’s available 
literature, showing perhaps one reason why children are drawn to certain types of books.   
It could be related to the exploration of culture that various myths and folktales from 
around the world allow you to explore. 
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 In order to truly explore this, after examining the psychology of why readers in 
general, and children specifically, read, as well as what draws them to certain types of 
books and how books affect them, we need to have a base knowledge of different types 
of mythologies, as children do in school or through their own explorations.  
Exploring its history as an oral tradition as well as various types of mythology that 
are present throughout world history will require a different sort of representation of the 
literature to be the most effective. The four sources at the end of the literature review will 
be listed in an annotated bibliography format, since they are encyclopedias or 
anthologies, and it would be more useful to the reader to examine them that way if they 
wish to become more familiar with mythology themes.  
Also related to mythology and folklore is the idea of retelling and repeating stories, 
whether those are myths or folklore, as they are very similar in origin and application. 
McCallum and Stephens’ book Retelling Stories, Framing Culture is an excellent 
resource in discovering the history and tradition revolving around these tales, as well as 
why they are important to culture, both ancient and modern. Chapter 3 of this work deals 
with Classical Mythology and how it has been adapted in various works throughout the 
centuries. McCallum and Stephens also provide a possible reason for the prominence of 
Greek myth over many other kinds of Western and non-Western mythologies, stating 
“The predominance of Greek mythology is not simply a consequence of intellectual 
tradition, but lies in the nature of that system.” (McCallum, 64). The Western system of 
organization that we have become familiar with, and which is similar to a folktale theme, 
means that we as a society are more prone to read something with that meta-ethic.  
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Looking at why retelling has become so popular in recent years is a key component 
that will help explain the answers to this research question. In recent years the number of 
retellings of myths and folktales, especially in the Juvenile and Young Adult fiction 
genres, has increased dramatically, from the most well-known, the Percy Jackson series 
by Rick Riordan, to older tales like the Young Merlin saga by T.A.Barron or newer YA 
reads, like The Wrath and the Dawn by Renee Ahdieh, a retelling of 1001 Arabian 
Nights. This research is in part supplemented by scholarly and more secular sources, such 
as non-fiction reading in newspapers and magazines, which aids us in helping to 
understand the place of mythology and folktale retellings in our popular culture. The 
ideas of folktales and myths are vastly different, as Josepha Sherman states in Mythology 
for Storytellers: Themes and Tales from Around the World, “Legends...are on a much 
smaller scale than myths...may be larger than life, but it is hardly on the mythic scale.” 
(Sherman, 3). Though they are different, they have similar origins and are often grouped 
together when discussing the concept of oral storytelling. As Danielle Paige states “For 
most of us, fairy tales are our first brush with good and evil, romantic love, magic — and 
storytelling itself.” (Paige, 2016).  
There is something special about children’s fiction that is shareable, and makes the 
books that are shared by friends over and over incredibly popular.  Making them 
especially popular. There is always a waitlist for a Rick Riordan book, for example. This 
special something is also what sticks with us into adulthood, making us look back on our 
favorite children’s book with fond nostalgia.  This is the second instance I found that 
quantified children’s tales as putting us “under their spell”, which shows us that these 
tales have an initially inexplicable pull that draws us to them.  
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The most popular and famous recent adaptation is of course the Rick Riordan Percy 
Jackson series. It was the catalyst for several other mythology retellings, much in the 
same way that The Hunger Games sparked a surge in dystopian fiction. The character of 
Percy Jackson was originally conceived as a story for Riordan’s son, who had learning 
roadblocks, and was only captivated by a mythology class. Leighton, in an essay about 
the adaptation of myth into the Percy Jackson phenomenon, states  
“His son, othered in the classroom, gave him the idea 
of reimagining the mythological narratives from the 
perspective of adolescents who, by their nature are in a state 
of ‘in-between’, neither fitting into the world of childhood 
nor adulthood. Only the class on mythology was accessible 
to Riordan’s son in school – nothing else held his attention. 
An adapted bedtime story was to become something far 
greater. It is perhaps an indication of the power of myth itself 
that it could reach an adolescent where nothing else could.” 
(Leighton, 63).  
Riordan, who was a middle school teacher at the time when he conceived of the Percy 
Jackson idea, noticed this in his son, and perhaps in his other students. The connection to 
character is one reason that children read books, to understand other people and walk in 
their shoes, so to speak. With mythology retellings, setting the character in a world where 
they have such big obstacles to overcome, but they do it with, in Percy Jackson’s case, 
the help of friends, helps children to feel understood, and to understand others.  
With the boom of Percy Jackson in recent years, and all the authors that followed suit 
and wrote myth retellings in a similar vein, it’s easy to think that repurposing myths is a 
recent phenomenon, but it is older than we think. As Sherman states “Many playwrights 
and musicians have used mythology in their works as well.” (Sherman, 13). He mentions 
a wide variety of artists, from Euripedes to Wagner, to Richard Strauss. He also mentions 
more current artists from Neil Gaiman to Tolkien to George Lucas. Though these artists 
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mostly used the themes of mythology to create, rather than creating a straight retelling, 
the mythology influence is heavily present. The wide appeal of mythology shapes our 
creative and moral world, in every country and every culture. And as Sherman says, it is 
“not restricted to any one region or any one era. How could they be? Mythology really 
does belong to everyone.” (Sherman 16). 
Annotated Bibliography 
1. Burkert, W. (1997). Structure and history in Greek mythology and ritual. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 
a. Though this book was written in 1982 and republished in 1997, it is still 
relevant in the field that it belongs to, because the study of mythologic 
structure and history is hundreds of years old already, and the structure of 
myths is unchanging, even though the analyzation of myths may lead to 
new understandings. The author of this book, Walter Burkert, was 
extremely qualified to write about this topic. He was a scholar of Greek 
mythos and cult. As well as being a professor of classics at the University 
of Zurich, he also taught in the United States and United Kingdom. This 
book is incredibly detailed and goes in depth into Greek mythology 
structure, origin, and religion.  
2. Campbell, J. (2000). The masks of God. Primitive mythology. London, UK.: 
Souvenir Press, (Educational & Academic). 
a. Joseph Campbell is the seminal author regarding the power and structure 
of myths in the world. Though this book was examining myth through the 
eyes of the newest psychologies in the 1960s, its relevance on that front is 
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diminished. The overall relevance of this book to the understanding of 
what draws people to mythologies cannot be overstated however. In 
addition to its accuracy and detailed conclusions, this book by Joseph 
Campbell is a credible one. Joseph Campbell is the key author that many 
researchers cite when dealing with the effects of myth on storytelling.  
3. Irwin, Ken. Storytelling: An Encyclopedia of Mythology and Folklore. Routledge, 
2008.  
a. This three-volume encyclopedia is a great resource examining the basic 
structure and elements of traditional myths and stories, a wide sampling of 
retellings based in various cultures throughout the world, and a resource 
guide for storytelling and myth-related classes around the world. This 
encyclopedia is a great resource for examining elements of mythos that 
may be appealing to readers, as well as showing an interesting take on 
retellings in its second part.  
4. Keane, E. M. (2004). Mythology for Storytellers: Themes and Tales from Around 
the World. Reference and User Services Quarterly,43(4).  
a. This book is especially relevant, due to its wide range of myths from 
different regions in the world, as opposed to the only Greek myth analysis 
by Burkert listed above. It is organized in a way that allows the reader or 
researcher to examine a certain theme or themes, and compare that theme 
across cultures, which is useful in regards to the research question 
presented. It is also a high quality, well-researched reference guide. It 
references other popular and well-researched books and essays on this 
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topic. It does go into more modern American myth, which is less relevant 
to this research topic, but still relevant in the psychological examination of 
the myth concept. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
15 
   
 
Methods Chapter 
The research question being explored deals with what aspects of storytelling and the 
novel itself draw children and teens to retellings of mythology stories and folktales. Due 
to the subjective nature of the question itself, this is a qualitative research paper, 
examining the varied responses of the interviewees to the questions I have prepared. My 
main method of data collection  was the in-person interview. This is a qualitative research 
paper because I am most interested in interpreting the nuances of language rather than 
counting instances of specific concepts in my interviews.  Interview questions were been 
prepared, but the interview itself was subject-led, with prompting from the interview 
questions. As the interviews progressed, the questions adapted to the direction of the 
conversation and tangents.  
Data Collection 
 The interview, as previously mentioned, was conducted in a library setting and 
was led by a series of questions. Though the interview was organized with questions, I 
consider it only a semi-structured interview. I provided questions (listed in Appendix A 
below), but I followed where the discussion lead, rather than requiring each question to 
be definitively answered. The questions were there to start and lead the discussion only, 
and to prompt the participants when the discussion fade into silence. The interviews were 
conducted face to face, rather than a survey method or via email. This offered, as 
Schultze and Avital stated in their article Designing Interviews to Generate Rich Data for 
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Information Systems Research, “interviewing seeks to engage subjects directly in a 
conversation with the researcher so as to get a first-person account of the participant's 
social reality.” (Schultze & Avital). Having a more varied and nuanced group of 
responses, as the interviewees were not be limited by the set questions, allowed me, as 
the interviewer, to better able to follow where the discussion lead, rather than being 
limited by a set of questions, indicating that the participants could only respond to those, 
rather than go off on tangents. This follows with Charle Briggs’ definition of an informal 
interview printed in the Journal of Linguistic Anthropology. The benefits of this type of 
interview are shown in the content. As Briggs states, “Since  the  range  of  possible  
responses  is  less  constrained,  respondents  are often  invited  to use  a wider  range  of  
discursive  forms  (such as narratives).” (Briggs, 138). I studiously avoided any one-word 
response questions as much as possible. All the questions lent themselves to be long form 
answers, or if they were one-word answers, the interviewees were asked to elucidate their 
responses. 
The interviews were conducted at the Chapel Hill Public Library in a study room 
setting, booked for interview purposes. Each interview was recorded using an audio 
recorder, so that I could transcribe and code each interview post session. After the 
interviews were transcribed and coded, the audio recording was erased, as per the consent 
form signed by the parents of the interview subject.  
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Participants 
The group of people that I interviewed was children and teens from between the 
ages of 8 to 17 years old. In addition to the age range requirement, the interview groups 
needed to be readers of fiction, especially readers of mythology or folktale retellings in 
fiction.  My plan to find children and teens to interview was twofold. In order to find 
interviewees, I needed to go to where the readers are! I set up a table at a local library, 
Chapel Hill Public Library, where I had a sign to attract interviewees and their guardians, 
as well as an information about the study and consent forms (see Appendix B). I was 
present to answer any questions they had. If possible, I set up the interview on a calendar 
at the recruitment table. If the subject was not able to set up an interview time at the table, 
they were given my contact information on the consent and information form, so they 
could contact me.  As this was a library with a large juvenile patronage, it was a great 
place to start to contact potential interviewees. My secondary plan to reach possible 
interviewees was the snowball method. Once I found one or two interview subjects from 
the library booth, I used snowball sampling to get them to suggest possible friends to 
interview. Group dynamics dictate that like readers seek each other out, and so one 
interviewee lead to several others.  The ultimate goal was to have 8 to 10 interview 
subjects, a sufficient sample size for this exploratory study. Any less and the data would 
be too subjective as to have an answer to my research question. Any more and the data 
would be so extensive that the project will be beyond the scope of time in which I am 
meant to finish it. Consent from the guardians to allow me to interview their children is 
important as well. The consent forms were passed directly from me to the guardian of the 
minor only. In addition, I planned for the guardian to be nearby during the interview, 
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unless the minor wanted them present, in which case they were welcome into the 
interview room.  
Once the interviewees were recruited and scheduled, I met them in the lobby of 
the Chapel Hill Public Library at the appointed time scheduled. I had a small sign to 
remind them who I am, in case they forgot what I looked like. In addition, they had my 
contact information, both my email address and my phone number. If they needed to 
contact me to reschedule or check the time, they were able to do so. Once we were all in 
the lobby of Chapel Hill Public Library, we moved to the study room area, where I had a 
study room booked for the interview. If an interview room could not be booked for any 
reason, I contacted the Youth Services manager at the library to see if there was another 
room available for the interview, and she helped me to set one up. The interview was 
always in a private area out of respect for the interviewee.  
This subject-led interview was, as previously stated, recorded using a voice 
recorder, so that audio is recorded only. Once the audio was recorded and the interview 
was complete, I transcribed it in a secure program on my computer. After the transcribing 
process was complete, the audio was deleted. Once complete, the transcribed interview 
was coded. This process was semi-concurrent with the interview schedule, so I was able 
to adapt my base set of questions accordingly.  
Analysis of the Data 
Analysis of the data began by treating each interview as a unique data set and 
coding it for the themes that emerge from the transcript. I utilized Strauss and Corbin’s 
method of coding, detailed in Basics of Qualitative Research. Starting by “breaking 
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down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data” (Strauss & Corbin, 
61). Once each interview was examined individually, I looked for themes across 
interviews, utilizing the axial coding method. Finally, once the open coding and the axial 
coding were complete, I used the selective coding process to find those core themes and 
“systematically [relate] it to other categories” (Strauss & Corbin, 116).  I also paid careful 
attention to any outliers, as unique responses are often as important as more common 
answers.  
 The organization of the data was solely based on the analysis previously done. 
Organizing it based on the themes that came up within each interview, especially any 
themes that overlap with others, allows for a clearer picture the reader of the paper can 
follow of which elements draw children and teens to the idea of mythology and folktale 
retellings in fiction.  
Anticipated Implication of the Research 
 In researching for literature discussing this particular query in the literary and 
library world, there is a distinct lack of information on this topic. There is research on 
topics that are tangential to this query, such as a study of the effects that reading has on 
children’s developing minds or the encyclopedia of Greek Mythology, but there is no real 
thorough research regarding this topic specifically.  
In a library setting, this research could provide information about children’s 
reading habits that will help the librarian community to be better able to provide for said 
children. By knowing information on why children read what they read, we as librarians 
will be better able to expand our catalog of books that children are more likely to pick up. 
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We can also expand our catalog’s diversity in relation to books, and myth-based books 
specifically, by using this study to acquire books that meet what children like in their 
mythology retellings.  
In addition, this paper could become the bouncing off point for further research 
and catalog development. Initially when I was developing the idea for this paper, I 
wanted to concentrate on cataloging the types of mythologies that children were reading, 
based on country and region of origin. Because I decided to write a qualitative interview 
study instead, this paper could be a precursor to the cataloging project.  
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Discussion and Results 
I conducted interviews with eight children total, ranging in age from 8 to 16 years 
old. There were three boys and five girls involved. Two of the interviews were conducted 
concurrently, as they were a pair of siblings. During this pair interviews they often 
bounced ideas off each other just as much as I prompted them with questions. Due to the 
age of the interview participants, I assigned each of them to choose a code name, so as to 
protect their privacy and identity. They chose their own god or goddess to be their 
identifier. The gods chosen were as follows:  
1. Seth – the Egyptian god of the harvest and warfare 
2. Artemis – the Greek goddess of the hunt and the moon 
3. Thor – the Norse God of thunder 
4. Demeter – the Greek goddess of the harvest 
5. Theseus – the Greek hero/demigod 
6. Loki – the Norse Trickster God 
7. Ixkawkaw – The Mayan Goddess of chocolate 
8. Athena – The Greek Goddess of wisdom and battle strategy 
Each interview varied in length, from roughly 9 minutes at the shortest, to nearly 
20 minutes at the longest, though those were the outliers. Most of the interviews were 
between 10 and 14 minutes. In addition, for most of the interview the parents or 
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guardians were merely nearby. However, for two interviews the guardian was 
present, and in one of those interviews, the guardian interjected with her own welcome 
question.  
To get the participants invested and comfortable with the short interview process, 
I always started by asking the same question: “What kind of books do you like to read?” 
From this question, I could gather just a small sampling of the types of books that these 
kids are drawn to, apart from mythology retellings. All the participants answered with 
genres, though there was some overlap. Demeter, Seth, and Athena all stated that they 
liked fantasy, while Loki and Artemis stated they liked adventure novels. The sisters 
Athena and Ixkawkaw both liked novels with a mystery, though they did state that they 
share books “sometimes, if we read them and really like them.” (Athena). Two 
participants liked science fiction, Thor and Seth. My one outlier, Seth, though she also 
likes fantasy and sci-fi, said that she preferred history books, mostly non-fiction.  Theseus 
was the only participant without a real definitive answer, stating that he preferred 
“Anything that seems interesting I guess.” (Theseus). In addition, they all mentioned 
mythology as well, and Artemis stated it best when she said, “I wouldn’t be here if I 
didn’t like mythology.” (Artemis). Below is a graph showing these answers and the 
variety of their answers and how they overlap. 
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Graph displaying genre preferences of participants 
               
This populated graph is not indicative of a quantitative study, but I chose to 
display it in a quantitative way to illuminate the different genres that these participants 
favored, and also illustrate the way that their initial, overarching genre interests 
influences what they choose to read.  We also discussed what it was that drew them to 
these genres and types of books as readers. Demeter stated that fantasy “makes her feel 
more creative” (Demeter), while Athena likes mysteries “because they are fun” (Athena).  
Once their general book genre preferences had been established, I directed them 
to start discussing mythology retellings and their opinions on them. In analyzing the 
interviews, there were five categories of responses that each interview covered. First was 
the type of learning and reading that the participants preferred. Second was how books 
initially attracted the participants and what they enjoyed about their favorite books. The 
third major theme presented simply confirmed what I theorized before this research 
began and is what lent this paper its title. Most of the interviewees are very well-versed 
and knowledgeable when it comes to the Rick Riordan bibliography, both the books that 
he’s written himself as well as the Rick Riordan Presents books, which he simply 
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oversees and promotes. I did have two outliers who were not Riordan readers, but even so 
they were familiar with the novels and their mythologies. The fourth and fifth 
overarching themes both have to do with how the myth was presented and the 
participant’s interest in exploring non-fiction mythology books. Overall, there are more 
similarities within each theme than across themes, though they do overlap in some ways, 
especially in similar themes. Then the children were telling me about their initial thoughts 
regarding mythology, they basically fell into two camps: those who were interested in 
exploring the different cultures and mythologies, and those who were more interested in 
the myths they were familiar with already. When Loki expressed his fascination with 
learning about myths, saying “I really like to learn about those”, I asked what was 
fascinating about it, and he stated that “it’s so interesting that ancient cultures can, you 
know, have completely different versions of what is happening.” (Loki). Ixkawkaw stated 
something similar about what made her want to pick up more mythology retellings, 
saying that learning about Greek mythology through the Percy Jackson series “made me 
curious to know about other people with different backgrounds...what their stories were.” 
(Ixkawkaw). Just following that, her sister Athena stated a similar thing saying, “it’s just 
interesting to learn about different things, different cultures.” (Athena). On the other 
hand, some of my readers are more interested in sticking with the mythologies they are 
already familiar with. Artemis for example said that she “really only read Greek myths. 
They’re just so good.” (Artemis).  With these two viewpoints juxtaposed against each 
other, it shows one aspect of what really draws children to pick up mythology retellings 
like Rick Riordan’s books. Whether their interest has been peaked by learning about 
mythology through the fiction, like Ixkawkaw, or through the non-fiction like Seth, who 
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came to reading mythology retellings through various anthologies such as the D’Aulaires 
non-fiction book, it sparked an interest in exploring more about these types of stories.  
The premise of this research started with trying to figure out what elements of 
mythology retellings intrigued children enough to seek them out. When asked outright 
what they think they like about these types of books, some children were more aware and 
forthcoming, while some had short, minimal answers. Theseus stated that when he’s 
looking for something to read, he doesn’t focus on mythology or genre, but “it’s kind of 
the plot line I worry about.” (Theseus). Seth and I discussed what drew her to the fiction 
and mythology she read. Seth stated one of her favorite myth retellings, a series of 
cartoons called  Kokopelli, “was mostly commentary on modern things, but with 
mythological characters. So I’d say it was primarily character driven.” (Seth). Loki is also 
drawn to the characters. When he read the first Percy Jackson novel, he said. “I really like 
the main character because I really feel like Rick Riordan is actually describing a person, 
like a lot of books have people that you just can’t believe are actually real.” (Loki). In 
addition to being drawn to a certain type of character, one who feels real to him, Loki is 
also drawn to the adventure. He told me, “I like the action...Sword fights, master battles 
et cetera.” (Loki). Athena and Ixkawkaw were drawn to the character and the action as 
well, respectively, in addition to liking the novels because of the myths themselves.  
Another juxtaposition that was discovered during the interview process, and 
which was touched upon earlier, is the leaning towards non-fiction or fiction. Some of the 
interviewees came to mythology retellings from the perspective of learning more about 
mythology itself. Both Theseus and Seth were well-versed in mythology non-fiction, and 
they both said they preferred their fiction to be more informational and factual. Seth said 
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that she didn’t actually read a lot of retellings, but usually she “went right to the source” 
(Seth), meaning the original myths. Loki on the other hand prefers the more fictional 
retellings “because mythologies like every single subject, can get boring, but fiction and 
Rick Riordan sort of brings them to life.” (Loki). These two different approaches may not 
influence the readers’ initial pick-up of a new mythology retelling, but the approach that 
the child favors will influence their enjoyment of the book, and perhaps lead them to pick 
up more books by that author or in that series, like Artemis does. She loved the first 
Mythomania book she read, and in her own words, she’s now “read the same books so 
many times, I’ve basically memorized them.” (Artemis).  
All the participants in this study were familiar with and enjoyed reading 
mythology retellings in some form or another, with most enjoying Rick Riordan’s works, 
though some branched out to other types of mythologies outside of the Egypt, Greek, 
Roman, Norse majority. Seth, in particular, had a wider range of interests in her 
mythology and folklore based readings, from early African American folklore to Native 
American myths like the Kokopelli comics she discussed. Though all the participants 
were familiar with and enjoyed myth retellings, there was no definitive answer to my 
initial research question: What drives children to seek out mythology retellings in fiction? 
The discussion had a variety of themes that emerged, from how the participants came to 
the books they chose to read to their enjoyment and understanding of the major characters 
or the action and adventure. Overall, it seems as though there isn’t one overwhelming 
reason for children to pick up mythology retellings, let alone one specific type of 
mythology, but rather it’s a mix of different influences, and each child is different. 
Within those differences however is one major identified player that nearly every 
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participant was drawn to, for varying reasons. Some of the children were drawn to Percy 
Jackson for the adventure genre and some were drawn to it because they wanted to read 
more about Greek mythology. There wasn’t a definitive link, but generally the 
participants who were more interested in learning more about and exploring different 
cultures and mythologies were also the ones who picked up the Percy Jackson series 
because it was mythology-based.  
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Conclusion 
Reading fiction is an important developmental process for children, mentally, 
emotionally, and socially. Because of the growth in both readership and publication of 
mythology retellings in juvenile and young adult fiction, I wanted to learn what it was 
about these books that intrigued children enough to pick them up. In interviewing 8 
children of a variety of ages and genders, I found that there isn’t one exclusive answer, 
but there are two major influencers: An interest in the mythology itself that leads the 
reader to other mythology based books, and a preference for themes and genres within 
their favorite mythology-based retellings that leads them to seek out similar books by that 
author (for example when the child likes Rick Riordan’s writing, so reads all of his 
books) or similar authors, regardless of mythology culture. Throughout this process, it 
was clear that the overwhelming popularity of the Rick Riordan books tended to 
overshadow other novels along the same vein. Based on this, as well as the interest from 
the young public in this type of story, I propose the following ideas regarding these 
novels: 
• Most of the children interviewed expressed a strong interest in exploring 
other cultures and countries through mythology retellings. Expanding the 
library collections to reflect a more diverse audience would allow the 
patrons to experience these other cultures and allow patrons who are 
diverse to feel visible within this specific genre of fiction. 
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• The children were interested in talking about mythology and mythology 
retellings. Adding programming to reflect this interest would generate 
more circulation of these books, outside of the powerhouse that is Rick 
Riordan’s bibliography. Perhaps a book club or discussion group with 
different age groups, or an activity such as a movie night or game night. 
• In many cases, the children knew more than my initial knowledge about 
different books on the market, so allowing the children an opportunity to 
discuss with librarians the books in this genre that they would like to read 
and have on the shelves would be a great way to make the children feel as 
if they have a say in the library’s shelf life.  
Though this study was conducted exclusively at Chapel Hill Public Library, it could 
easily be conducted again somewhere else to compare results, and these proposals would 
be easily implemented in other libraries nationwide. Mythology, reading, and mythology 
retellings are clearly an important part in the lives and development of children in this 
country, and by acknowledging the pull of this genre and examining it, we can better 
provide for the children patrons who we are trying to aid, instruct, and guide.  
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Appendices 
• Appendix A: Base Interview Questions  
These were a starting point for interviewee-led conversations 
o What kind of books do you like to read? 
o  Pick your favorite myth-based book  
▪ Tell me about it 
▪ What do you like about it (character, setting, plot, myth, adventure) 
o  What mythologies have you learned about? Do you have a favorite? 
o  How do you find the next myth-based book you want to read? 
• Appendix B: Consent Forms for Parents
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